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Abstract
The profession of sociologist in Italy has undergone the same ups and downs as the 
development of the discipline, which since its institutionalisation (which came very 
late) has always had to fight for autonomy and the search for legitimate recognition 
as a science within the wider world of social sciences (economics, political science, 
etc.). This has produced two conditions that have not favoured the construction of 
a real community of practice of sociologists: on the one hand, a scarce or total lack 
of cultural legitimization for the the work of the sociologist that is a consequence of 
a sociology perpetually in crisis and in search of political recognition and influence 
that has never been achieved; on the other hand, the separation between academic 
sociologists and professional sociologists which has resulted, for the former, in 
the analysis, explanation and interpretation (on the basis of different disciplinary 
paradigms) of sociocultural processes and changes in society, without any real di-
rect involvement (theoretical sociology), while for the latter, in the comparison, 
measurement, evaluation of observable processes in the context of the social reality 
of which one is a part (applied sociology). This article focuses on the “lights” and 
“shadows” of the professional development of sociologists in Italy, starting from the 
assumption, however, that a regulatory legitimization can never be complete unless 
a cultural legitimization and recognition is achieved that can consolidate a profes-
sional identity that allows differentiation with other “neighbouring” professions.

Keywords Italian sociology · Academic and professional sociologist · 
Professionalization · Legitimization · Community of practices

Accepted: 27 January 2024
© The Author(s) 2024

Sociologists in Italy Between Cultural and Normative 
Legitimization. The Failed Construction of a Community of 
Practice

Elvira Martini1  · Emiliana Mangone2

  Emiliana Mangone
emangone@unisa.it

1 Giustino Fortunato University, Viale Raffaele Delcogliano, 12, Benevento 82100, Italy
2 Department of Political and Communication Sciences, University of Salerno, Via Giovanni 

Paolo II, 132, Fisciano, SA 84084, Italy

1 3

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1761-6405
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9958-4346
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12108-024-09613-7&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-2-1


The American Sociologist

In Italy, the profession of sociologist in Italy has undergone the same ups and downs 
as the development of the discipline (Mangone & Picarella, 2023) which, since its 
institutionalization (which came very late), has always had to fight for autonomy and 
the search for legitimate recognition as science within the broader world of social sci-
ences (economics, political science, etc.). This has produced two conditions that have 
not favored the construction of a real community of practice of sociologists (Siza, 
2019; Wenger, 1998): on the one hand, a poor or total lack of cultural legitimization 
for the work of the sociologist (Chiarenza, 1993, 1998) which is the consequence 
of a sociology perpetually in crisis and in search of political recognition and influ-
ence never achieved; on the other hand, the separation between academic sociolo-
gists and professional sociologists (Minardi, 2019) which translated, for the former, 
into the analysis, explanation and interpretation (on the basis of different disciplinary 
paradigms) of socio-cultural processes and changes in society, without real direct 
involvement (theoretical sociology); while for the latter in the comparison, measure-
ment, evaluation of the processes observable in the context of the social reality of 
which one is part (applied sociology). This, if for academic sociologists, meant hav-
ing a legitimacy based on the two main functions performed (teaching and research), 
for professional sociologists - not having a strong position in the world of professions 
(as for lawyers or doctors to name just two examples) - meant conquering one’s 
position in the world of work through a laborious search for cultural and regulatory 
legitimization (Perino, 2021). And if the first can be achieved (the process is not yet 
completed) with the construction of a professional cultural identity that takes shape 
already in university study courses and continues with continuous training; the sec-
ond was achieved with the approval of the technical standard (‘UNI 11695’ of 2017) 
of the National Standardization Body (Benvenuti et al., 2020) - national organization 
homologous to the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) - built in 
order to clarify the tasks and activities that characterize the professional profile and 
strengthen the identity of the professional sociologist. We are trying to strengthen 
this first step towards normative legitimization also with the establishment of the 
Professional Register of Sociologists: as will be said later, in fact, a bill has been 
deposited in the Chamber of Deputies with the aim of establishing the register and 
regulate the profession. On the base of these brief statements, this article intends to 
examine these dynamics by highlighting the “lights” and “shadows” of the profes-
sional development of sociologists in Italy, starting from the assumption, however, 
that normative legitimization can never be complete if it is not achieved a legitimiza-
tion and cultural recognition that can consolidate a professional identity such as to 
allow differentiation with other ‘neighboring’ professions and the construction of a 
real community of practice (Wenger et al., 2002). In fact, the activities of the soci-
ologist have a connotation of collective and social character and, therefore, can not 
be the result of the imagination or ingenuity of a single, but often are the result not 
so much of a community of practice but of a community of resistance (Sivanandan, 
1990; van der Velden, 2004): groups of individuals characterized by the spontaneity 
of both social and professional aggregation, inserted in learning processes and deal-
ing with common themes and with the same needs (the communities, in general and 
similarly the professional ones, represent the active subject that favors the exchange 
of experiences and promotes and provokes actions).
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Sociology and the Work of the Sociologist Between Objective and 
Subjective Dimensions

As mentioned in the introduction, the development of the profession of the sociolo-
gist is intertwined with the development of sociology inevitably, but above all with 
the position that sociology has occupied in the Italian socio-political-cultural sce-
nario that, as Mangone and Picarella (2023) argued, they produced with considerable 
delay the legitimization of the discipline and consequently also the profession of the 
sociologist and not always with positive effects on society.

Sociology is an instrument of knowledge of the interconnections of the social 
because it analyzes not so much the specific aspects of society as such but the interac-
tions, the ties and the reciprocal conditioning. This was clarified very well by Sorokin 
in his essay - published for the first time in 1913 in Russian by the publisher Obra-
zovanie of Saint Petersburg and republished posthumously in English with the title 
The Boundaries and Subject Matter of Sociology - where you can read:

To define the field of sociology, as with any science, means to select the cat-
egory of facts that are the object of its study - in other worlds, to establish a 
special point of view on a series of phenomena that is distinct from the point 
of view of other sciences. No matter how diverse the definitions by means of 
which sociologists characterize the existence of social or superorganic phenom-
ena, all of them have something in common, namely, that the social phenom-
enon - the object of sociology - is first of all considered the interaction of one or 
more kinds of center, or interaction manifesting specific symptoms. The prin-
ciple of interaction lies at the base of these definitions; they are all in agreement 
on this point, and their differences occur further on, regarding the character and 
form of this interaction (Sorokin, 1998, p. 59).

This definition of the field of study of sociology appears clear both in the objectives 
and in the aims of the discipline that must describe the most common forms and 
stages of development, without claiming to formulate “laws of development” and/or 
“historical trends”. As Bourdieu argued in his speech for the CNRS Gold Medal, the 
task of the humanities and social sciences is “the critical unhinging of the manoeu-
vring and manipulation of citizens and of consumers that rely on perverse usages of 
science” (Bourdieu, 2013, p. 12) going beyond the questions posed by common sense 
or the media, which are often configured as induced and not real.

Therefore, the profession of the sociologist and the consequent knowledge pro-
duced are configured as a dimension of the reflectivity of the individual that is neither 
subjective nor structural but correlated to the order of reality of the social relationship 
(Bourdieu, Chamboredon & Passeron, 1991). And it is precisely on relations, for 
example, that Bourdieu bases his unitary model. This model, aiming at the conjuga-
tion of the “theory of action” with the “structuralist theory”, focuses the analysis not 
on individual phenomena but on the systems of relations between objects and events. 
As Wacquant points out “Against all forms of methodological monism that purport to 
assert the ontological priority of structure or agent, system or actor, the collective or 
the individual, Bourdieu-affirms the primacy of relations. In his view, such dualistic 
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alternatives reflect a commonsensical perception of social reality of which sociology 
must rid itself […] Social science need not choose between these poles, for the stuff 
of social reality — of action no less than structure, and their intersection as history 
— lies in relations” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 15). In summary, for Bourdieu, 
the “thinking relationally” is at the foundation of the social sciences, and it is pre-
cisely this thinking that must lead sociology to be reflective in the sense that it must 
recognize the limits of the scientific statute of the discipline starting from the distinc-
tion between knowledge of common sense and scientific knowledge. In this way we 
introduce the idea of the “epistemological rupture”, that is the precise definition of 
the boundaries of social science with respect to common sense while not denying 
that the persistence of that “spontaneous sociology” of common sense is rooted in 
social. In fact, sociological knowledge, “is always suspected - especially among con-
servative circles - of compromising with politics” (Bourdieu, 2013, p. 9), since these 
knowledges are the result of the work of a subject (the sociologist) which is itself part 
of society and therefore runs the risk of investing presumptions and prejudices, but 
the main defense for this danger is precisely the critical interpretation of sociocultural 
phenomena. In fact, Bourdieu himself makes it clear that “for the sociologist, famil-
iarity with his social universe, is the epistemological obstacle par excellence, because 
it continuously produces fictitious conceptions or systematizations and, at the same 
time, the conditions of their credibility. The sociologist’s struggle with spontane-
ous sociology is never finally won, and he must conduct unending polemics against 
the blinding self-evidences which all too easily provide the illusion of immediate 
knowledge and his insuperable health” (Bourdieu, Chamboredon & Passeron, 1991, 
p. 13). The sociologist is strongly involved in this sort of double role (analyst and 
object of analysis at the same time), the sociologist does not try to aseptically under-
stand the problems, but is the one who, as part of society, considers himself an active 
part and, therefore, does not defend himself from society, but tries to make it more 
“human-scale” through critical reflection (Wacquant, 1989). The work of the soci-
ologist and the sociological knowledge produced are therefore configured in a dual 
way: on the one hand, they allow for “institutional accompaniment” (public service) 
which does not mean responding to all the needs of society, but means formulating 
scientific responses to real problems not with the “solution”, but by proposing pos-
sible paths for improving the specific need (Mangone, 2019); on the other hand, they 
allow the development of a “critical and active citizen” very close to the ideal type 
of the “well-informed citizen” of Schütz (1946) which, revisited according to current 
society (Mangone, 2014), seems to advocate the affirmation of a modern citizenship 
that is no longer configured only as a right, but also as a duty; and for which the con-
stitution of socially approved knowledge - based on responsible forms of freedom 
that reveal themselves through social reflexivity, a dimension of the individual that 
is neither subjective nor structural but correlated to the order of reality of the social 
relationship - becomes priority.

Based on this, we can state that, if all work activities produce effects of an indi-
vidual and economic nature, for some of them the implications produced can also be 
of a social and cultural nature and Sainsaulieu (2009) refers precisely to the latter 
two characters regarding the role of the sociologist. The French scholar states that 
the problems related to the role of the sociologist cannot be separated from those 
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related to the commitment and intervention of the sociologist in general. Our view 
is that a clear distinction of the implications of these activities does not exist. There 
are socio-political implications and personal (biographical) implications. And it can 
be said without a doubt that this non differentiation of the implications is concrete 
because social reality consists of objective (objective) and subjective (symbolic) 
aspects. Sociology is the search for these real connections which are both ‘actions’ 
(intersubjectivity) and ‘operations’ (organizational structure). The boundary between 
what is science (think of academic sociologists), profession and social utility is soon 
overcome. Moreover, the researchers “are ordinary human beings who have dedi-
cated their lives to create knowledge” (Valsiner, 2017, p. 25) are themselves part of 
sociocultural phenomena. At this point we can no longer talk about the opposition 
theory-operativity. We must speak of a continuum of interdependencies that goes 
from theory to operativity, passing through action-research.

It becomes essential to acquire a knowledge that must “get its hands dirty” to read 
the individual and/or social phenomena, in order to translate the theoretical premises 
into concrete acts. In this logic, sociology (in particular) and the other sciences of 
society and humanity (in general) must play a fundamental role in the establishment 
(first) and maintenance (then) of the integration of these aspects, contributing also to 
the construction of a responsible working environment, in which each professional 
with his own knowledge and experience can be directly involved in the choices to be 
made in relation to the problematic situations that arise.

In the field of sociological work in Italy, this condition is exacerbated by the dif-
ficulty that sociologists have to enter fully into the debates on the future of the profes-
sions that concern the social sphere, and this is mainly due to two kinds of reasons. 
On the one hand, we find a twofold fragmentation: the first is that which is recorded 
among professional sociologists and academic sociologists. The Italian sociologists 
(as a whole of academics and professionals) failed to overcome the “two sociolo-
gies” that Ernest Becker had identified in his book, The Structure of Evil: An Essay 
on the Unification of the Science of Man (1968): “One is the superordinate science 
of humanity which calls us to action and to change the world. It is an ideal science 
concerned with not just ‘what is’ but what ‘ought to be.’ The postmodernists have 
re-taught us that any version of ‘what is’ contains its own recommendation of ‘what 
ought to be.’ […] The second sociology is the narrow academic discipline content 
to color within the lines and seek only journal articles, research grants, and tenure” 
(Du Bois & Wright, 2002, p. 6). What Becker called the new science (“Science of 
Man”) should not separate the “facts” from the “values” and had “as its primary task 
that of changing society, so that it [becomes] a product of human freedom rather 
than of blind necessity […] a program for analyzing and remedying the evils that 
befall man in society” (Becker, 1968, pp. 30–31). What Becker proposed was “that 
sociologists no longer imagine that it suffices ‘to do’ science; that in order to have a 
science of man, they need only work piling up data (facts), and trying to ‘tease out’ 
(horrid positivist word) social laws for eventual use… they cannot shun an active 
option for man as an end. If they continue to do so, they will not have any science” 
(pp. 367 − 68). Italian sociology - distinguished between academics and profession-
als - does not fall within Becker’s idea of sociology as “a superordinate science in 
the service of humanity. To say it is a superordinate science means that it synthesizes 
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the disciplines and then uses that synthesis to forge a shared agreement about how to 
create a better world” (Du Bois & Wright, 2002, p. 5) while using scientific tools and 
methods. Italian sociology has never been oriented to the rediscovery of the positive 
aspects of man and, therefore, has never been seen as a guide for overcoming strictly 
positivistic models of knowledge (Masullo, forthcoming). And the second is between 
the “historical core” of the professionals (the first generation professionals that has 
developed since the 60/70) and the new who live in a more precarious condition; on 
the other hand, there is the notion of “social mission” (Sainsaulieu, 2009). This shows 
a change in values. In fact, we have moved from an idea of “humanism” to an idea 
of “sociality”, the values that seemed to prevail previously were visible and recog-
nizable. “What has replaced them does not have these characteristics, thus the ‘mis-
sion’ has become rather a ‘burden without hope’ because of the intangibility of the 
activities carried out. What we now call ‘social work’ corresponds to what was called 
‘work on others’ or ‘work of help yesterday’ (Mangone, 2009, p. 156). The substan-
tial difference is that social work has almost become or is becoming residual and that 
workers themselves often find it difficult to recognise it, partly because of the poor 
visibility of this particular type of work, but the problem of visibility is not a problem 
of form rather than of content and organization; visibility is necessary to legitimize 
the action and to make known its meaning and usefulness. The problem arises, and 
also in considerable form, when the sociologist himself does not recognize this role, 
and does not see himself as such. To favor this condition of lack of perception there 
is the aspect of the intangibility of the content of their work, social work acts on the 
relationships of individuals and as such poorly defined and uncertain.

However, the work of the sociologist in Italy has difficulty in combining the sys-
tem (objective dimension) with individuals (subjective dimension). Regarding the 
activity of the sociologist, it can be said that it must presuppose a union with knowl-
edge, and this is even more necessary in a scenario in which the complexity increases 
and the definition of the territory to which to turn the actions is less and less precise 
and this in Italy is also linked to the process of administrative federalism. The crisis 
of the welfare state systems and the attempts to define and launch new policies has 
not prevented the fraying of the legal protections of labour, nor the deterioration of 
the social fabric that must be reconstructed through the realization of new forms of 
solidarity for the well-being of citizenship. And it is in this process of reconstruction 
that lies the work of the sociologist (which can be understood as an intermediate posi-
tion between the civil and political role of the person). In the practice of his work, 
the sociologist must pay close attention to all aspects of the transformation of society, 
and not only those of certain specific sectors, since the action can not be exclusively 
technical, having already given the understanding of reality and therefore exercise 
control over it, but it must also contemplate a reflexivity on its own activities.

The sociologist is strongly involved in this double dimension (objective and sub-
jective) and struggles to extricate himself as an analyst and the object of analysis at 
the same time. The sociologist must take on the role of promoter of the construction 
of links in the living environments between subjects and initiatives that can not spon-
taneously get in touch by overcoming the logic that “must help” to encourage the 
logic of a professional “hub” of the community territorial network.
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Recognition of the Profession of Sociologist in Italy

The process of professionalization of the sociologist in Italy is characterized by an 
uncertain identity and a slow and non-linear evolution that highlight the difficulties of 
sociology both to make the best use of the skills available, both to provide satisfactory 
and lasting employment opportunities (Perino, 2021; Luciano, 2013; Rampazi, 2015; 
Argentin et al., 2015). The problems affecting the profession arise mainly in terms of 
the lack of recognition of the profession by the world of work and, consequently, in 
terms of dissatisfaction with new graduates seeking to enter the said market, of those 
who can not find a suitable place to the professional profile and even those employed 
sociologists who aspire to get more recognition and protection.

The cultural nature of the institutionalization of sociological studies in Italy lays 
its foundations at the turn of the 1950 and 1960 s (Mangone & Picarella, 2023). 
In particular, the phenomenon has been expanding since 1968. For the graduates 
of the first faculties of sociology the path of public employment is predominantly 
open, where, however, they are greeted with mistrust both for the different vocation, 
both for the social image that the sociologist was creating of himself in those years. 
This absorption by the public sector was not in itself a bad thing. As is pointed out, 
“the fact that there are state, semi-state, local government officials whose cultural 
background is dominated by the sociology of organization, political science, social 
psychology and research methodology, rather than the history of Roman law, ecclesi-
astical law and criminal procedure, is probably a fact in itself consistent with the need 
for greater attention of bureaucracy to the substantive aspects of its activity, then to 
the attenuation of the exasperating ritualism that still characterizes the bureaucratic 
apparatus” (Statera, 1980, p. 110).

In other words, sociologists proposed themselves in society as subjects with a set 
of analytical knowledge and methodological and technical skills, as well as relational 
and communicative skills able to provide advice for the analysis and diagnosis of 
‘social problems’ with reference to aggregates of different configurations and consis-
tency. This, through the use of a coordinated set of recognized theoretical knowledge 
(Social Theory), methodological and technical tools, specific for the observation and 
measurement of social phenomena (Research Methods) and models and practices 
of intervention on social organization (Action Research) for the solution of social 
problems or for the treatment of the subjects and groups involved in it (Social Work) 
(Minardi, 2019). On the other hand, the formation of an unprecedented demand (of 
models and techniques of planning and organization of systems of supply and distri-
bution of services for the Welfare that was taking shape in Italy) has progressively 
identified in the sociologist that set of analytical knowledge and methodological and 
technical skills, as well as relational and communicative skills with social subjects 
and organizations, decisive for the growth and articulation of systems of social and 
welfare provision, adapted to the complexity of social demands. In this sense, the 
profession of the sociologist seemed to be among those so-called emerging and, in 
some respects, winning, also and above all if related to the demands for innovation 
and social reform active within a country differentiated in a socio-economic and cul-
tural sense like Italy. However, with this trend that characterized the Italian context, 
many other potential outlets for the profession of the sociologist remained closed and 
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there began to be a growing “mediatization” of the discipline (Cesareo, 2001). In 
common opinion, the sociologist is often another version of the ideologue and on the 
level of the public image of official culture is not recognized a scientifically autono-
mous space: the so-called figure of the assault sociologist (Statera, 1982), albeit cari-
catural, is often associated with the very idea of sociology.

In fact, sociology, at the moment in which it increased its orientation to the appli-
cative dimension to the different worlds of the social, has certainly operated in itself a 
sort of adaptation to the new context from which came questions of growing interest; 
in this perspective has developed a methodology of analysis and research focused on 
quantitative techniques (also thanks to easier access to data processing software) but 
at the same time it has received the demand for the development and differentiation 
of qualitative analysis techniques (from observational techniques to more directly 
semiotic ones). A change of this kind of discipline was followed by other significant 
changes (Minardi, 2019) that contributed to the enrichment and strengthening of the 
methodological heritage of the discipline.

In the context of this change, what are the factors that have contributed to produce 
the figure and profile of the professional sociologist, directly derived from the aca-
demic figure? In many places it is emphasized, in fact, how the “extra-university” 
characterization of the professional sociologist translates into a specialized techni-
cal action - which refers to modified theoretical frameworks - and the construction 
of methodologies of analysis and evaluation more centered on the subject-object 
of research and its direct involvement in a design of “participatory investigation” 
(Minardi, 2023). For these reasons, it can be observed that the professionalization 
of the sociologist is presented as a process that is not built only by external events, 
but also by a change in the “vocational” structure of sociology. Initially the role of 
the sociologist was to develop an analytical activity aimed at building a general and 
scientific social theory; the subsequent criticism of this approach brought the subject 
to the center of the work of the sociologist, the various concrete phenomena attribut-
able to intersubjectivity, the complex questions elaborated by social subjects in the 
context of everyday life.

Such a change of strategy has been very relevant to sociology as a science, but also 
for the sociologist who has been trained on this science and who starts from it to build 
his own strategy of social work and change in the organizational and communicative 
systems of the wider social system.

As Minardi explains, “the professionalization of the sociologist seems to fit within 
a progressive maturation of sociological knowledge and its ‘interests’ that from the 
traditional centrality of the ‘social system have gradually centered on the ‘phenom-
enological’ concreteness of social subjects and the relational forms of their actions 
as well as, of the symbolic mediations they produce” 1 (2023, p. 8). The centrality of 
the subject and its living conditions, however, is not enough to explain the profes-

1  At the same time Minardi (2023) observes that the current professionalization of the sociologist does 
not necessarily also mean “professionalization of sociology”. The current development of schools and 
addresses of qualitative Sociologies, in fact, does not in itself involve the change of the “theoretical” 
qualification and the position of “analytical science” that sociology has developed in the course of its 
functionalist tradition. Moreover, the urge to reconnect theoretical-interpretative imagination and history, 
masterfully expressed by C. Wright Mills, is not invalidated, nor is the position that A. W. Gouldner has 
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sionalization of the sociologist; indeed, the social construction of reality (Berger & 
Luckmann, 1966) also requires a work of sociological understanding as well, the 
measurement and weighting of its component variables. “It is not uncommon to see 
how the professionalization of the sociologist, while stimulated and oriented by soci-
ological frames of qualitative or more specifically phenomenological, it results - and 
is reduced - often in a set of empirical research actions characterized in a strictly 
quantitative sense, and in a method of analysis that often makes use of essentially 
sociographic techniques” (Minardi, 2023, p. 10).

Hence the sociologist’s need for a concrete knowledge of the phenomenon being 
considered, which does not prescind from the recognition of the subjectivity of the 
social actors that are a constitutive part of it, but is based on it, identifying the set of 
relational structures, inter-objective and regulatory-institutional content, on which to 
intervene to achieve change and development. On the other hand, the possibility of 
analytically reconstructing and representing in a phenomenological sense the differ-
ent social phenomena in their relational structures based on intersubjective, and at the 
same time normative, allows not to have to give up the other ‘vocation’, that is the 
therapeutic and transformative of sociology.

The Evolution of Normative Legitimization

The symptoms of the start of a decisive path of change have occurred in Italy, start-
ing from the 1980s, when a growing group of sociologists began, through formal 
and informal actions, to draw the attention of public opinion and the scientific com-
munity to problems relating to the social use of sociology and the legal recognition 
of the profession (Chiarenza, 1993). In 1982 the Italian Association of Sociology 
(AIS – Associazione Italiana di Sociologia) was founded - in fact the association of 
academic sociologists - which is the oldest and most structured among Italian asso-
ciations and which is presented as a meeting place between academic sociologists 
and professional sociologists (although it will not succeed in this); at the same time 
we witness the birth of the National Association of Sociologists (ANS – Associazi-
one Nazionale dei Sociologi), with the aim of promoting and recognizing the role of 
the sociologist. A few years later (in 1990) the Italian Society of Sociology (SOIS 
– SOcietà Italiana di Sociologia) was born, an association of professional sociolo-
gists who will also publish a scientific journal (entitled Sociology and Profession: 
reflections, themes and proposals) to give national resonance to the scientific debate 
on professional sociology, the formalisation of the request for legal protection of the 
profession and the implementation of a code of self-regulation. The goal of the pro-
fessionalization of the sociologist goes on during the nineties with the birth, in 1996, 
of the Italian Association of Sociotherapy (AIST – Associazione Italiana di SocioTe-
rapia), and, in 1997, of the Italian Association of Evaluation (AIV – Associazione 
Italiana di Valutazione). The third millennium will see the birth of the Italian Society 
of Sociology of Health (SISS – Società Italiana di Sociologia della Salute) in 2002 
and, much more recently (in 2015) the Italian Association of Dynamic Sociology 

attributed to sociology as “reflective science”: a science that, practiced outside university institutions, 
would lose the criticality that must characterize it permanently, precisely as a “science of social”.
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(AISoD – Associazione Italiana di Sociologia Dinamica) and, in 2016, the Associa-
tion of Italian Sociologists (ASI – Associazione Sociologi Italiani) which - at the time 
this contribution is being written - is the only association recognized by the Ministry 
of Enterprises and Made in Italy (MIMIT – Ministero delle Imprese e del Made in 
Italy) for issuing the professional qualification certificate for the services provided 
by its members, guaranteeing training initiatives; has a code of ethics and a price list 
of services to guarantee the client and protect the professionalism of the sociologist.

As you can guess, over the last half century or so, various bodies have been cre-
ated to protect the profession, some with more general social objectives, others have 
more specific spheres of competence. And this shows that if it is true that there are 
areas in which the figure of the sociologist has many critical issues, it is equally true 
that there are also areas of greater protection and recognition, especially as regards 
the private sector in its various degrees of structuring. All these associations, in fact, 
represent the privileged areas where to address the issue of professional recognition, 
since they are structured associations, which, among their associative objectives, 
have to offer guarantees of identity and professional recognition.

In the field of the liberal profession, the sociologist can work in a creative and 
experimental way in the area of research-intervention, dissemination, teaching, 
change and improvement innovation, etc. enjoying a creativity, a dynamism and a 
professional freedom, not easily applicable within structured contexts, which allow 
him to make full use of his knowledge and skills. In this case, in addition to refer-
ring to the associations and the aforementioned rules, he enjoys tax recognition that 
allows him to work in full respect of his professionalism having access, at the end of 
his career, to pension treatment, like any other professional. There is, in fact, the tax 
category2 (72.20.00: research and experimental development in the field of humanis-
tic social sciences) which includes systematic and creative studies undertaken in the 
field of social sciences and humanities aimed at enriching the existing knowledge 
stock and improving its use (Rossetti, 2022). Very recently, then, a bill was pre-
sented (Act No. 13383) for the organization of the profession of sociologist with the 
establishment of the Order of Sociologists4 and for the definition of a figure that is 
recognized for role, space, specialization and responsibility. This was presented (23 

2  In Italy, the ATECO code is an alphanumeric combination that identifies an economic activity. The letters 
identify the economic macro-sector, while the numbers (from two to six digits) represent, with different 
degrees of detail, the specific articulations and subcategories of the sectors themselves. With ATECO 
codes it is possible to classify economic activities for statistical, tax and contribution purposes.
3  The first draft of the Bill was submitted to the Chamber of Deputies on 27 July 2023 signed by Mr Ilenia 
Malavasi (Democratic Party) and co-signed by Mr Marco Furfaro (Democratic Party). The presentation, in 
addition to Malavasi and Furfaro, was attended by Rocco Di Santo, president of the Italian Society of Soci-
ology of Health; Patrizia Magnante, president of the Italian Society of Sociology; Francesco Antonelli, 
president of the Research Council of the Italian Association of Sociology; Pietro Zocconali, president of 
the National Association of Sociologists; and Saverio Proia, sociologist, former director of the Ministry 
of Health.
4  A first Bill on the initiative of senators Brescia, Pellegatti, Bettoni, Brandani and Taddei proposing the 
establishment of the Order of Sociologists was communicated to the Presidency of the Chamber of Depu-
ties on 15 May 1992 (n. 203/1992). Subsequently, a new parliamentary text on the organization of the pro-
fession of the sociologist was approved by the Chamber of Deputies on 8 July 1998, but never completed 
its approval process in the Senate (the second chamber of approval of the laws in Italy).
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November 2023) at a press conference in the Chamber of Deputies. The motivation 
behind this bill is dictated by the evidence that sociology can be interpreted as that 
discipline that helps to better know the dynamics of everyday life and that has accom-
panied the evolution and growth of today’s society. In Italy, this has had a great value 
also in the health field, so much so that the figure of the sociologist is expected in the 
staff of local health units since 1978, the year of the establishment of the National 
Health System (SSN – Sistema Sanitario Nazionale). Sociology offers, in fact, a deci-
sive contribution in understanding phenomena and keeping communities together, 
especially in difficult or traumatic moments and the relevance to the health theme 
is due precisely to the fact that health is always an interest and a collective good. 
For example, the skills of the sociologist can be extremely important in one health5 
holistic vision to read needs, understand complexities and plan with good policies 
new development models. By virtue of Law 4/2013, the sociologist is among the non-
regulated professions and from 2017 can also count on the technical standard ‘UNI-
11695’, by National Standardization Body (Benvenuti et al., 2020) - which defines 
the requirements of competence, skills and knowledge of the professional sociolo-
gist. In particular, then, also in 2017, the most specific figure of the “sociologist of 
health”6 has been inserted in all respects in the area of the socio-sanitary professions 
under Law 3/2017 (so-called Lorenzin Law, by the name of the Minister) but despite 
this it has remained in fact missing the first and most important recognition being the 
only profession among those socio-sanitary to not be equipped with an Order.

The recognition of the sociosanitary function of the sociologist and the integra-
tion of his specific role in the legal status of the staff of the National Health System 
have occurred very recently, on the occasion of the pandemic due to the spread of the 
SARS-virusCov-2, by means of the Decreto Sostegni Bis of May 2021, freeing the 
pre-existing classification in the technical role. Nevertheless, in Ministerial Decree 
no. 77/2022 “Models and standards for the development of Territorial Assistance in 
the National Health Service” the role of the sociologist does not appear and is never 
even mentioned, unlike other figures such as psychologists, obstetricians, prevention, 
rehabilitation and technical professionals, and social workers. Another initiative that 
deserves to be mentioned concerns the establishment of the “sociology service of the 
territory” that took place only in a specific territory (the Campania region in Southern 

5  One Health’s holistic vision, a health model based on the integration of different disciplines, is based 
on the recognition that human health, animal health and ecosystem health are inextricably linked. It is 
officially recognized in Italy by the Ministry of Health, the European Commission and all international 
organizations as a relevant strategy in all areas that benefit from collaboration between different disciplines 
(doctors, veterinarians, environmentalists, economists, sociologists, etc.). One Health is an ideal approach 
to achieving global health because it addresses the needs of the most vulnerable populations based on the 
intimate relationship between their health, the health of their animals and the environment in which they 
live (https://www.iss.it/one-health).
6  The need to create a figure who was specialized in the analysis of the need for health (the sociologist of 
health, precisely) was born when Health in Italy became “public”, with the establishment of the National 
Health System. At the same time, over the years, the health sociologist has also made his mark in other 
contexts, in response to the growing privatization of certain sectors of the system: cooperatives, private 
social sector, third sector - which seem to require not only “agents of assistance” but real social planners, 
able to relate the structures of the social protection offer with the genetic factors of social demands - are 
the contexts in which today finds a more favorable professional placement.
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Italy) with Regional Law n. 16 of 18 July 2023. The service of territorial sociology 
introduces in a structured and continuous way the figure of the sociologist in the Zone 
Social Plans7. It is a connecting and interconnecting figure, with specific skills, who, 
working in the social field, will be able to provide adequate answers and strategies to 
individual and group discomfort: in particular, with regard to family issues, women 
in difficulty, the rights of children, elderly people, with disabilities.

It is clear that, over time, the sociologist has never ceased to offer his contribu-
tion in social, health and social health services (public and private). An important 
contribution also supported by the commitment of university education and research 
that in recent years has increased and deepened the teachings on applied sociology 
(in particular to social and health systems). However, this has not prevented, over the 
years, the process of de-qualification of the role and the exclusion of fact from many 
areas (health but also educational and pedagogical), replaced by figures regulated by 
professional associations.

The creation of an Order and the establishment of a Register would, therefore, be 
the guarantee to be able to carry out the profession in the workplace, both public and 
private, in order to better place, use and enhance strategic skills and skills that the 
Italian welfare services system cannot do without and that require a process of unique 
recognition. But also, and above all, a guarantee to stem any tendency to sociolo-
gism or sociological minimalism (Cesareo, 2014, p. 5) - which threatens to become 
increasingly concrete and dangerous for the category - and a source of greater cred-
ibility towards the public that wants or should rely on the professional services of a 
sociologist.

Is There a Community of Practice of Sociologists in Italy?

As Minardi (2019) reminds us, the weakness of the professional dimension of soci-
ology has already manifested itself since the 1990s, when sociology was urged to 
dedicate strong attention to crucial issues such as healthcare reform, the reform of 
intervention on the labor market, the development of new tools for regulating migra-
tory flows, national and regional provisions for the organization of social services. 
Added to this is the fact that the too weak presence of associationist proposals in the 
sociological field has further weakened the experiences made by sociologists (often 
very young) who entered the heart of social work.

Probably already starting from this brief consideration, and taking into account the 
regulatory efforts for the recognition of the profession, which have taken place over 
the years, we can understand the reason for the failed attempt to build a community of 
practice of sociologists (Siza, 2019; Wenger, 1998) which had as its cause and effect 
the poor or total lack of cultural letitimization for the work of the sociologist as well 
as the separation between academic sociologists and professional sociologists.

A community of practice (CoP) is a group of people who share a concern or a 
passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly. 

7  The Zone Social Plan is a programmatic document with which the Italian Municipalities, in agreement 
with the Local Health Unit Company, define the services to be provided during a year.
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This is a concept developed by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger at the end of the 
last century and has become a fundamental part of social learning theory (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Communities of practice have some characteristics 
that differentiate them from communities of interest or project teams. They are first 
and foremost active participation groups, where everyone takes part in community 
activities, contributing with their skills, resources and questions.

Participatory activity occurs within a common domain, as members of a com-
munity of practice are united by a common interest, activity or field of knowledge, 
which provides fruitful ground for mutual learning. Another element consists of a 
shared repertoire of practices, routines and protocols useful for achieving the group’s 
objectives. Finally, members develop a sense of shared identity within the commu-
nity of practice, which helps create a space in which collaboration and learning can 
occur and spread8.

It is precisely about these characteristics, and in particular that relating to the sense 
of identity, that the main difficulties have been found in identifying and building 
a community of practice for sociologists. The sociological community is too often 
considered to coincide with the academic community. And this implies that a large 
and now consolidated area of   professional sociologists, who operate in a variety of 
contexts, is neglected. For sociologists who work in non-academic contexts, the soci-
ological community as a whole rarely provides any support in interprofessional con-
flicts; at the same time, the sociologist who works in non-academic contexts is unable 
to face an increasingly differentiated demand for professional services, to include this 
differentiation through more complex processes of professional inclusion, strength-
ening the sense of a common origin and training, a solid identity of common fund, 
capable of directing differentiated training processes. Experts in communication and/
or evaluation, pollsters, mediators, experts in relations with the public, crowd into 
an operational and conceptual field traditionally the heritage of sociologists, further 
fragmenting the professional fields into a myriad of figures, whose identities and 
mutual relationships do not appear adequately identified, whose conceptual refer-
ences are labile, whose skills are often based on a substantially limited set of tech-
niques and operational practices rather than on an organic body of knowledge (Siza, 
2013).

About it, Santoro (2011) tries to demonstrate whether Italian sociology can be 
considered a scientific community or a community of practices by introducing Pierre 
Bourdieu’s concept of scientific field. Talking about a scientific field instead of a 
scientific community “[precisely] means breaking with the idea that scientists form a 
unitary, if not homogeneous, group” (Bourdieu, 2003, p. 62). Intellectual life, includ-
ing that which takes place within the boundaries of science, is made up of conflicts 
and disagreements (Collins, 1999). This is not to say that there is only conflict, and 
never cooperation, or that scientists never act as if they are in a community. But the 

8  Structured in this way, communities of practice, when well managed, can be extremely effective in facili-
tating learning, knowledge sharing and professional development. However, there are situations where 
communities of practice may encounter difficulties or not function as intended. Some reasons why this 
might happen include: (a) lack of active participation; (b) lack of clear objectives; (c) communication 
problems; (d) absence of effective leadership; (e) inadequate size and diversity; (f) changes in community 
organization or structure; (g) lack of resources; (h) changes in external contexts.
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question is: under what conditions does this happen? In other words, what conditions 
must be met before an intellectual field can credibly present itself as a “scientific 
community”? The answer is not easy especially if one considers that the construction 
of a profession takes place when the professional community, or the sociological 
community in this case, begins to be aware that different application developments 
of the knowledge to which reference is made are legitimate and possible, and on 
this awareness distinct tools and operating paths are built. On this point, Siza (2013) 
outlines three application developments for Italy. The first consists of teaching, train-
ing and research. The University appears to be the place that can best ensure the 
autonomy of researchers and teachers, and not hinder their critical vocation. In this 
aspect, an applicative orientation emerges which is not centered on the resolution of 
a well-defined practical problem (often the sociologist does not simplify the decision-
making situation, indeed he frequently increases its complexity) but is aimed at influ-
encing decision-makers and public opinion.

A second side is made up of the academic and/or professional researcher, who 
carries out studies and empirical research aimed at building a cognitive framework 
delivered to the decision maker to increase his decision-making capacity. In this sec-
ond direction, the sociologist produces analyses and informations useful for solving 
practical problems. A final application direction concerns operations in non-academic 
contexts and is therefore constituted by the multiplicity of experiences in which the 
sociologist is entrusted with the decision to formulate a plan, an intervention proj-
ect, to manage human relations, to decide on the continuation of a service using 
the results of an evaluation research, to carry out an analysis and an organizational 
intervention. They are clearly identifiable professional activities, which have precise 
disciplinary references, organically apply concepts and results and evolve with con-
stant reference to disciplinary developments.

If in the United States sociology, since its origins, has sought its legitimacy as a 
science and the support of public opinion through the analysis and development of 
programs of intervention on many concrete social problems9, in Italy the legitimacy 
of the non-academic role has never been granted: a substantial part of the same soci-
ology, in fact, believes that this discipline should be only formative, that it should 
be limited to producing knowledge useful to the critical sense of the student and of 
public opinion, and should not be involved in practical action, in issues of interven-
tion. In this way, not only is knowledge detached from its operational applicability, 
but the connections between epistemology, research methodology and the practical 
spendability of sociological knowledge are completely obliterated (Donati, 2010). 
These observations show that there is no community if this term means a shared 
space of frequent and continuous social relations and interactions between the aca-
demic and professional world; that there is no community if this imagines a shared 

9  During the work of the annual conference of the American Sociological Association in 1962 - dedicated 
to the usefulness of Sociology - the plurality of occupations of the sociologist was documented, its use in 
industry, in the military apparatus, in public administration, in non-profit organizations, as decision-mak-
ers, not only as teachers or researchers (Lazarsfeld et al., 1967). In recent decades there have been further 
developments in sociological practice in terms of the connection between theory and practical interests, 
with the introduction of applied sociology courses in university programs (Siza, 2013), with the definition 
of broad agreements between professional sociologists and sociologists academics.
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space of values and ideals, including ideals and values of excellence (Brint, 2001). A 
community could exist if this means a shared space of practices, provided that these 
practices do not end up denying or compromising the community space understood 
in a relational sense and in that normative ideal. In fact, it does not help to define a 
community of practice, as defined above, the fact that the three components in which 
the Italian sociological field is articulated (Mangone & Picarella, 2023) have their 
own social and intellectual hierarchies, their own intellectual and organizational lead-
ers, their own followers, their own specializations or alleged intellectual superiority 
(Santoro, 2011).

This has profound consequences on communication between the parties, on sci-
entific production (increasingly segmented according to logics that are often not 
explained by the object of study but attributable to belonging to a certain group) 
(Akbaritabar et al., 2020), on credibility, the reputation and the “symbolic capital” of 
the entire discipline, creating a deficit, both compared to other disciplines (political 
science, economics, psychology and historiography) sia compared to other national 
sociologies. It is all this that prevents the construction of a real community of prac-
tice. Actually, as Siza writes, “Lynd (1936) observed the emergence of a stratification 
in the sociological community already in the 1930s, identifying the two blocks of 
academic sociologists and technicians. Both assume that there are continuities and 
connections between their respective fields of study, but in truth they tend to grow 
apart: the academics becoming estranged and ignoring any contact with immedi-
ate reality, the technicians accepting an often too narrow definition of problems and 
looking exclusively to resolve them immediately” (Siza, 2019, p. 7).

This separation continues to be profound in Italy today. In many professional 
environments, bonds, communication and feelings of sharing and belonging to the 
same community of academics and professionals are missing. This is a paradoxical 
situation which not only prevents the consolidation of an existing profession, but 
has clear effects on the credibility and social identity of the discipline, often giving 
a negative image of its usefulness. Sociologists working in non-academic contexts 
rarely receive assured support from the sociological community as a whole: a wide 
range of professional sociologists working in different contexts are overlooked, not 
equipped with adequate cognitive resources, methods and techniques. The academic 
community also seems to show little interest in a large group of sociology graduates 
who have not differentiated technical skills and generic expectations from the profes-
sion but wish to undertake professional roles relevant to their skills that relate to their 
specific and distinguishing training. Within this social group, professional identity is 
built through mostly nebulous ties and paths, or is put aside as a secondary problem 
compared to the primary need to find work (Siza, 2019). This large group of gradu-
ates, not having the necessary professional awareness, has for many years been the 
main critical point with regards to emerging associative experiences, professional 
development paths, possible training paths and inclusion in work projects.
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Marginal Reflections

The absence of a community of practice of sociologists, the weak associative forms 
that do not support sociologists operating in non-academic contexts with regard to 
interprofessional conflicts, and the ambivalence of cultural and normative legitimi-
zation, constitute the crucial aspects in the path of development of the sociologist 
profession in Italy.

In terms of curricular training, the figure of the sociologist in Italy is still strongly 
connected to the courses within the faculties of sociology and political science, while 
post-curricular training both inside and outside the universities presents a plurality 
of proposals that increase the uncertainty of the profile in professional terms, even if 
they accentuate the interest in the technical and methodological aspects: “in recent 
years there has been a proliferation of the offer of occupational and professional pro-
files that we would define as ‘unlikely’; many of these not only did not correspond to 
employment demands in the local and national job markets, but even contrasted with 
the restrictive, decidedly self-referential logic of the categories equipped with profes-
sional self-regulation regulations” (Minardi, 2019, p. 26). In fact, during this period 
we are witnessing in Italy, not only the growth and institutionalization of professional 
profiles attributable to psychology and social service (with the establishment of the 
relevant professional orders and colleges), but also the progressive formation of new 
figures who are characterized by their function of social and cultural mediation (such 
as the cultural mediator or the social manager).

The attempts to build participatory and widespread communities of practices and 
profiles of the work of the sociologist in the italian reality date back, as we have seen, 
to many years ago without, however, gathering support and consequently favoring 
the dispersion of experiences, the lack of recognition of the profiles of sociological 
work, the consolidation of experiences, the sharing of methodologies and techniques, 
the renunciation of innovation in knowledge and professional practices. Indeed, we 
have witnessed a succession of aggregations of sociologists who, starting from the 
most general interests, then focused on the areas of greatest extension of applied 
sociologies (social and health policies, the labor market, the migratory phenomenon, 
corporate communication). The facts show that in the professional community of 
sociologists (contrary to what happened for other professions that followed the same 
path) the possibility of forming a single community has not been seized, due to the 
resistance of the professionals and the attitude of the academy, which tends to per-
ceive as intrusive the presence of some certifying body (Perino, 2021). For these 
reasons and to avoid nullifying the work carried out so far, it would be desirable 
for community collaboration between professional associations, universities and the 
labor market to be intensified, in order to be able to promote the aforementioned bill, 
raise awareness of the knowledge of the technical standard, share information relat-
ing to the demands and difficulties of the labor market, create operational synergies 
in the training field.

In this scenario, an important role should be taken on by professional associa-
tions which, as already specified in Law 4/2013, should become not only impor-
tant points of reference for the orientation and support of their members but also 
places where discussions and compares the specific fields of action of the profession, 
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the knowledge and skills that the sociologist needs to be a reliable professional, the 
improvement of professional profiles and training offers, in close collaboration with 
the academic world, which is often too distant from the world of work (Perino, 2014). 
In other words, in order to enhance the sociologist’s skills and strengthen his profes-
sional identity, we should work on several fronts: (a) on the training front to make 
qualifications more professional; (b) on the labor market front to spread knowledge 
of the discipline and promote the employability of sociologists in various sectors; 
(c) on the front of cultural and normative legitimization. The 2017 ‘UNI’ techni-
cal standard was certainly a very useful tool to intensify the process of change that 
resulted in the bill of 27 July 2023 regulating the profession. A process that has seen 
an acceleration in the light of some recent events that have especially affected soci-
ologists who work or will work in the health and socio-health sectors: the enactment 
of Law 3/2018 which, in addition to completing the regulatory framework of twenty-
two professions in the healthcare sector, established the area of   social and healthcare 
professions and also included the sociologist in it; the inclusion of socio-health pro-
fessions in the legal status of National Health System staff, in implementation of the 
aforementioned law. The “Sostegni bis” decree of May 2021, in fact, in an attempt to 
recognize and enhance the commitment of some professional figures (social workers, 
educators, social-health workers, sociologists) who have been on the front line in 
the Covid health emergency − 19, seems to want to remind you that it is necessary to 
clarify the activities, work opportunities and recognition of some social professions, 
including that of the sociologist (Perino, 2021). And the current bill must also take 
into account the so-called Covid Age and, in general, the complexity of the processes 
underway, particularly in the social field, and the fact that within these new scenarios 
employment profiles and professionals that have been present for some time, but 
demands for new skills are also being generated, new skills with a stronger social 
orientation, new languages   and communication sets capable of bringing together cul-
tural universes, characterized by plurality and multi-ethnicity.

But above all it aims to be an attempt to overturn a situation which for years has 
seen the prevalence of weakness, precariousness and instability of associative experi-
ences and which today aims to encourage the formation of a sharing of interests and 
representation of ways of operating, such to make possible the affirmation and vis-
ibility of doing the so-called “sociological work” (Minardi, 2019, 2021).
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